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Why is writing so 
challenging?



Is it just me, or 
is writing 
challenging?
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Features of the 
text vary

Features 
of Texts

Vocabulary
• Varies across topics 

(science vs. history) 
and contexts (text to 
friends vs. essay)

Grammar
• Varies across 

contexts (letters to 
friends vs. job 
application) 

Structure
• Varies across 

contexts (essays vs. 
lab reports vs. 
poetry) Genre

• Could be:
• Poetry
• Persuasive essay
• Mystery novel

Length
• Short vs. long



Features of the 
task vary

Features 
of Tasks

Use of Sources
• Includes:

• Text books
• Primary sources
• Personal experience

Time Limits
• Do you write on-

demand (like an in-
class essay), or do you 
have a week to 
prepare?

Audience
• Includes:

• Teacher
• Friends
• Boss

Supports
• Are you working 

completely on your 
own, or do you have 
feedback and help?

Technology
• Are you writing 

digitally or by hand?
• Tools such as spell-

checks and grammar-
checks



How writers 
differ

The 
Writer

Developmental 
Stage or Age

Language  Skills

Background 
Knowledge Past Experiences

Expectancies of 
Success
•Do you think you can 

be successful with the 
writing task?

Value Placed on 
Writing 
•Is this a writing task 

worth doing?



Challenges for  
adolescents 
with writing 
difficulties

Understanding 
the source 
materials

Understanding the 
writing task

Understanding how to 
structure writing

Effective use of language

Low self-efficacy, 
high anxiety 
about writing



What is the 
sociocultural 
context?

The 
Sociocultural 

Context
Class

School

Regional Online 
Community

Dominant 
or Minority 

Groups

Power 
Structures 

in Place



Putting it all 
together, 
writing is 
complex
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What is the Writers-
Within-Community of 
Writing model?  And why 
does it matter?



Components 
of a writing 
community
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Components 
of a writing 
community

At the core of the writing 
community, there are the 

shared goals, the tools used, 
what they write, and the 

typical practices

The writing community 
itself consists of the writers 

and collaborators

How the writing community 
functions is influenced by its 
membership, its purpose and 
goals, its social and physical 

environment, and its 
collective history

The writing community exists 
in a broader social, political, 

cultural, institutional context. 
These all influence the writing 

community itself.



What does this 
mean for 
adolescents 
with writing 
difficulties?

We need to use tools that 
support the writing process

We need to support all 
students as writers by 
building relationships

We need to recognize the 
different communities and 

purposes for writing our 
students’ engage

We need to make writing 
socially and culturally relevant 

for our students 



I’m concerned about 
my students’ writing 
development. Why 
should I worry about 
their social-emotional 
development? 



How we hope 
our youth 
experience 
school



How our youth, 
and those with 
disabilities, may 
experience 
school



Factors that 
influence 
student 
learning
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What do 
students need?

Relationships 
with teachers

Opportunities 
for success

Opportunities 
to engage in 
things that 
are relevant



Building 
relationships 
with students 
who struggle

Relatedness
• Demonstrating interest in students’ lives

Providing reliable structures and boundaries
• Creating consistent and equitable expectations and rules for interaction

Autonomous conditions
• Providing students choice

Optimism about students
• Communicating with students in your belief in them as learners and 

people

Emotional support
• Acknowledging feelings and providing support in processing emotions



Creating 
opportunities 
for student 
success with 
the writing 
process

(Graham, Brunch, Fitzgerald, Friedrich, Furgeson,  Greene, … & Smither Wulsin, 2016)

Planning
• Generate content 

by gathering 
information

Goal Setting
• Identify objectives 

and link them to 
plans & strategies

Drafting
• Transcribe ideas 

to written 
language

Evaluating
• Does text match 

the writer’s 
goals?

Revising
• Make changes to 

the text based on 
evaluation

Editing
• Make changes in 

spelling, 
grammar…



Creating 
opportunities 
for success:  
The US 
Department of 
Education’s 
Practice Guide

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/22#tab-summary

Graham, S., Bruch, J., Fitzgerald, J., Friedrich, L., Furgeson, J., Greene, K., Kim, J., Lyskawa, J., Olson, C.B., & Smither Wulsin, C. (2016)



Creating 
opportunities 
for success:  
Digital 
resources for 
teachers

https://sites.google.com/uci.edu/supporting-student-writing/mastering-the-writing-process

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZYMNBlZ8RHvnTlbUmRSwV7zrNDZijhad



Creating 
opportunities 
to engage in 
things students 
see as relevant:  
Providing 
students choice



Supporting struggling 
writers using 
technology



First, a 
caveat… Technology alone is not the 

answer…. It must be used to 
serve your instructional 

goals



How 
multimedia 
can support 
engagement

Ideation

Transcription

Writing / 
Composition



Challenges for  
adolescents 
with writing 
difficulties

Understanding 
the source 
materials

Understanding the 
writing task

Understanding how to 
structure writing

Effective use of language

Low self-efficacy, 
high anxiety 
about writing



Challenge 1: 
Reading the 
texts

Read Aloud: A Text to Speech Voice Reader
Available through the Chrome Web Store



Challenge 2: 
Typing and 
spelling

Ideation

Transcription

Writing / 
Composition
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Typing and 
spelling



Challenge 3: 
Spelling and 
grammar

What if your teen only needs 
help with spelling and 

grammar?



Challenge 3: 
Spelling and 
grammar

Language Tool



Challenge 4:  
Engaging 
students



How 
multimedia 
can support 
engagement

Ideation

Transcription

Writing / 
Composition



Multimedia to 
support 
engagement

• Software:
• Create comics or graphic novels with 

Pixton
• https://edu.pixton.com/solo/

• Create animated cartoons with 
Powtoon
• powtoon.com

Create Comics

• Software:
• Audacity is open-source, easy-to-

use and compatible with iOS and 
Windows
• https://www.audacityteam.org/

Create 
Podcasts

• Software:
• Google Sites is free to students, and 

allows for individual and 
collaborative creations
• www.sites.google.com

Create 
Websites

• Students can record videos on their 
phones, or borrow cameras from the 
UCI library

• Software for video editing:
• VideoToolbox is free, cloud-based 

software
• http://www.videotoolbox.com/

Create Videos



Using 
infographics to 
support 
writing



Using 
infographics to 
support 
writing



What students 
say

Writing longer papers tends 
to be intimidating, but  the  

infographic helped shape the 
paper and it made me  feel 

confident going into the 
research paper.

I had all my points down. 
Most of the little descriptive 

sentences I wrote for the 
infographic were used in my 
essay to start my paragraphs 

off.

My main points were 
easily displayed, clear 

organization 
appeared.

It was a lot of fun.



Some final thoughts …



Your teens are 
capable and 
have great 
ideas



Let your 
instructional 
goals guide the 
technology 
you choose



Thank you
Penelope Collins, Ph.D.
p.collins@uci.edu
https://sites.google.com/uci.edu/penelopecollins/home

https://sites.google.com/uci.edu/supporting-student-
writing/mastering-the-writing-process

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZYMNBlZ8RHvnTlbU
mRSwV7zrNDZijhad
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